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ABSTRACT  
 
Across the Middle East and North Africa region the quality of education has been 
highlighted as an issue of concern by the World Bank, in particular the less than 
positive impact on economic development. Also, it has been found that improvement 
initiatives often fail if they are transferred from the Western world without the 
consideration of local and cultural aspects. This research reports on a process used to 
address the non-contextualised improvement models that so often fail to enhance 
quality outcomes for students. 
 
The focus of this study is on a polytechnic that commenced its operation in Bahrain in 
2008. The purpose of this research is to provide a coherent, meaningful and 
contextually appropriate programme review framework to replace a generalised one 
that was inherited from overseas at the institution’s inception. This study’s value lies 
in its ability to identify principles, standards and a process that have the potential to 
stimulate change in both the attitudes and behaviour of the people who have an 
involvement, or should have an involvement, in framework-associated aspects of 
quality management, assurance and improvement. 
 
A qualitative interpretivist case study method was adopted. The qualitative data 
included documents, observations, formal interviews, discussion groups, and dialogue 
with both internal and external quality experts. Analysis and synthesis of the data has 
been informed by a comprehensive review of relevant literature, thematic coding, and 
ongoing reflections of the researcher during the developmental process. The dual 
positions of the writer as researcher and employee of the organisation is acknowledged 
in the development of the contextualised framework. 
 
A key finding of the research is that the appropriateness of the process of 
implementation is crucial in bringing about change. The reliance on a hierarchically 
imposed quality system, with the expectation that commitment will cascade naturally 
and predictably from the top to the bottom, is problematic and inappropriate to the 
context of the polytechnic. Rather, there are needs for ongoing dialogue among internal 
and external stakeholders and to find pockets of enthusiasm within the organisation 
that are exemplars of quality accountability and improvement and to use this expertise 
to support the widening and deepening of such pockets. The intention is to have 
organisational units and individuals own a quality review framework, and a quality 
system overall, instead of seeing it as something that is imposed, and treated as no 
more than a matter of begrudging compliance. 
 
The implications are particularly significant in the context of higher education in the 
Middle East, where most improvement initiatives have been focused on transferring 
ready-made frameworks from the ‘West’ rather than a contextually relevant 
framework to sustain improvement. 
  
iv 
 
DECLARATION OF ORIGINAL AUTHORSHIP 
 
I certify that the content of this dissertation has not been previously submitted for any 
degree and it is not currently being submitted for any other degree. I also certify that 
to the best of my knowledge any assistance received in preparing this dissertation and 
all sources used have been acknowledged accordingly. 
 
Jameel Hasan  
March 2015 
  
v 
 
ACKNOWLEDGMENTS 
The author wishes to express sincere appreciation to his supervisors, Associate 
Professor Dorothy Andrews and Dr Peter McIlveen, for their patient assistance in the 
preparation of this dissertation. They have been supportive throughout, offering the 
right blend of challenge and encouragement.  
 
The author would also like to thank the many participants who contributed during the 
data collection phases of the study. He is grateful that so many found time to participate 
in this study and provide the basis for the inquiry. He has many fond memories of the 
exchanges during the group interviews and different phases of the data collection and 
treasures the insights and perspectives shared. 
  
vi 
 
LIST OF ABBREVIATIONS  
The following table provides the extended form of various abbreviations and acronyms 
used throughout the dissertation.  
Abbreviation Extended Form 
ANQAHE Arab Network for Quality Assurance in Higher Education  
APR Annual Programme Review  
AQAC Academic Quality Assurance Committee  
ASQ American Society for Quality  
AUT Auckland University of Technology  
BOT Board of Trustees  
CAC Curriculum Advisory Committee  
CAP Certificate in Academic Preparation 
EDB Economic Development Board  
EFQM European Foundation for Quality Management  
EHEA European Higher Education Area  
ELLI Effective Lifelong Learning Inventory 
FB Faculty Board  
GCC Gulf Cooperation Council (the member states being Bahrain, Kuwait, Oman, 
Qatar, Saudi Arabia and the United Arab Emirates) 
HEC Higher Education Council  
HEI Higher Education Institution  
KHDA Knowledge and Human Development Authority  
KPI Key Performance Indicator  
MENA  Middle East and North Africa 
NCAAA National Commission for Academic Accreditation and Assessment 
OECD Organisation for Economic Cooperation and Development  
Ofsted Office for Standards in Education  
PAD Programme Approval Document 
PBL Problem-based Learning  
PC Programme Committee  
QAA The United Kingdom’s Quality Assurance Agency for Higher Education  
QAAET Bahrain’s Quality Assurance Authority for Education and Training  
QMS Quality Management System  
SMT Senior Management Team  
TQM Total Quality Management 
UNESCO United Nations Educational, Scientific, and Cultural Organization  
 
vii 
 
TABLE OF CONTENTS 
 
CERTIFICATION OF DISSERTATION .............................................................................. ii 
ABSTRACT ........................................................................................................................... iii 
DECLARATION OF ORIGINAL AUTHORSHIP .............................................................. iv 
LIST OF ABBREVIATIONS ................................................................................................ vi 
LIST OF FIGURES ................................................................................................................ x 
LIST OF TABLES ................................................................................................................. xi 
CHAPTER 1 INTRODUCTION ........................................................................................... 1 
1.1 Background to the Research Problem ............................................................... 1 
1.2 Overview of the Literature .................................................................................... 1 
1.3 Aim of the Study .................................................................................................... 3 
1.4 Research Questions ............................................................................................. 3 
1.5 Overview of the Research Design ...................................................................... 3 
1.6 Ethics ....................................................................................................................... 4 
1.7 Context for the Research ..................................................................................... 5 
1.7.1 Management Structure of Arabian Gulf Polytechnic ................................ 6 
1.7.2 Growth of Arabian Gulf Polytechnic ........................................................... 8 
1.7.3 Programmes Offered by Arabian Gulf Polytechnic .................................. 8 
1.8 Changes Relating to the Researcher’s Role Over the Study Period .......... 10 
1.9 Significance of the Study .................................................................................... 10 
1.10 Overview of the Structure of the Dissertation ................................................. 10 
CHAPTER 2 LITERATURE REVIEW .............................................................................. 12 
2.1 Overview ............................................................................................................... 12 
2.1.1 Conceptual Considerations ........................................................................ 12 
2.1.2 Major Literature Informing This Study ...................................................... 13 
2.2 The Emergence of Quality in Business and Industry ..................................... 13 
2.3 The Quality Concept as Applied to Education ................................................ 16 
2.3.1 Considerations Specific to Higher Education .......................................... 18 
2.3.2 Internationalisation of Quality in Higher Education ................................ 22 
2.3.3 Lessons from Europe .................................................................................. 23 
2.3.4 New Bosses for Quality in Education ....................................................... 26 
2.4 Programme Review as a Key Quality Process in Higher Education ........... 27 
2.4.1 Characteristics of an Effective Programme Review ............................... 30 
2.4.2 Quality Culture and Its Links to Programme Review ............................. 34 
2.5 Cultural Considerations ...................................................................................... 36 
viii 
 
2.5.1 The Arab World in General ........................................................................ 39 
2.5.2 The GCC Countries..................................................................................... 40 
2.5.3 Bahrain .......................................................................................................... 45 
2.6 Arabian Gulf Polytechnic as a Quality-based Initiative .................................. 50 
2.7 Conclusion ............................................................................................................ 51 
CHAPTER 3 METHODOLOGY ........................................................................................ 54 
3.1 Overview ............................................................................................................... 54 
3.2 Research Orientation .......................................................................................... 54 
3.3 Research Questions ........................................................................................... 55 
3.4 Research Method: Case Study ......................................................................... 55 
3.5 Design and Data Collection ............................................................................... 57 
3.5.1 Phase One: Design the Case Study ......................................................... 58 
3.5.2 Phase Two: Conduct the Case Study ...................................................... 61 
3.5.3 Phase Three: Analyse the Case Study Evidence .................................. 66 
3.5.4 Phase Four: Conclude, Recommend and Consider the Implications . 68 
3.6 Participant-Researcher ....................................................................................... 68 
3.7 Criteria for Judging Quality ................................................................................ 69 
3.8 Ethics ..................................................................................................................... 72 
3.9 Conclusion ............................................................................................................ 72 
CHAPTER 4 DATA PRESENTATION ............................................................................. 74 
4.1 Introduction ........................................................................................................... 74 
4.2 General Context .................................................................................................. 74 
4.2.1 Case Study Timeline and Main Research Phases ................................. 74 
4.3 Phase One: Design the Case Study ................................................................. 76 
4.3.1 Phase One, Part One: Analysis of Documents ....................................... 76 
4.3.2 Phase One, Part Two: Annual Programme Reviews that Occurred 
during the Study .......................................................................................................... 83 
4.3.3 Students’ Views on the Existing Practice of the Annual Programme 
Reviews ........................................................................................................................ 87 
4.4 Phase Two: Conduct the Case Study .............................................................. 98 
4.4.1 Framework Development ........................................................................... 99 
4.4.2 Prepare for the Review ............................................................................. 105 
4.4.3 Carry Out the Review ............................................................................... 105 
4.4.4 Validation Process..................................................................................... 105 
4.4.5 Students’ Views on the Pilot Exercise .................................................... 106 
4.4.6 Advisory Group Views .............................................................................. 108 
ix 
 
4.5 Phase Three: Analyse the Case Study Evidence ........................................ 110 
4.6 Conclusion .......................................................................................................... 137 
CHAPTER 5 DISCUSSION ............................................................................................. 138 
5.1 Introduction ......................................................................................................... 138 
5.2 The Emergence of a Contextualised Programme Review Framework ..... 139 
5.3 Essential Components of the Proposed Framework ................................... 142 
5.3.1 Principles underlying the Framework ..................................................... 143 
5.3.2 Types of Standards for Contextualised Programme Review .............. 151 
5.3.3 Enablers of Contextualised Programme Review .................................. 156 
5.3.4 Transmission of Enablers to Outcomes ................................................. 167 
5.3.5 Outcomes of the Contextualised Programme Review ......................... 168 
5.3.6 Feedback relating to the Contextualised Programme Review ........... 170 
5.4 The Research Process for Contextualisation of Programme Review at 
Arabian Gulf Polytechnic .............................................................................................. 171 
5.4.1 Research Process: Strengths .................................................................. 171 
5.4.2 Research Process: Limitations ................................................................ 172 
5.4.3 Lessons Learned ....................................................................................... 173 
5.5 Conclusion .......................................................................................................... 174 
CHAPTER 6 RECOMMENDATIONS AND CONCLUDING COMMENTS ............... 177 
6.1 Introduction ......................................................................................................... 177 
6.2 Significance and Limitations of the Study ...................................................... 177 
6.3 Implications for Implementation ...................................................................... 178 
6.4 Suggestions for Further Research .................................................................. 181 
6.5 Recommendations ............................................................................................ 182 
6.6 Personal Reflection ........................................................................................... 183 
6.7 Final Word .......................................................................................................... 186 
References ......................................................................................................................... 188 
Appendix A: Review Standards................................................................................... 198 
Appendix B: Group Interview: Review Participants ................................................. 202 
Appendix C: Review Outcomes .................................................................................. 206 
Appendix D: Group Interview: Students..................................................................... 209 
Appendix E: Contextualised Programme Review Standards ................................. 212 
Appendix F: Student Input to Programme Review ................................................... 216 
 
x 
 
LIST OF FIGURES 
 
Figure 1.1 Management Structure of Arabian Gulf Polytechnic…………………… 8 
Figure 3.1 Multiple Sources of Data………………………………………………….57 
Figure 3.2 Case Study Method and Timeline………………………………………. 60 
Figure 3.3 Case Study Design……………………………………………………….. 61 
Figure 3.4 Framework Development…………………………………………………63 
Figure 3.5 Pilot Testing Process…………………………………………………….. 64 
Figure 3.6 Criteria and Strategies for Judging and Ensuring the Trustworthiness 
of the Research…………………………………………………………… 71 
Figure 4.1 Case Study Timeline and Main Research Phases……………………. 75 
Figure 4.2 Phase One: Design the Case Study……………………………………. 76 
Figure 4.3 Gaps between Espoused Theory and Actual Practice……………….. 98 
Figure 4.4 Programme Review Principles………………………………………….. 99 
Figure 4.5 Categories of Programme Review Principles Tested in the Pilot 
Exercise…………………………………………………………………... 101 
Figure 4.6 Programme Review Standards Tested in the Pilot Exercise……….. 101 
Figure 4.7 Programme Review Process Tested in the Pilot Exercise………….. 104 
Figure 5.1 The Contextualised Programme Review Framework……………….. 141 
Figure 5.2 Five Principles underlying the Framework……………………………. 144 
Figure 5.3 Several Roads Being Travelled………………………………………... 149 
Figure 5.4 Six Dynamic, People-oriented Enablers of Contextualised Programme 
Review……………………………………………………………………. 167 
Figure 5.5 Systems Theory as the Basis of Problem Based Learning and the 
Contextualised Programme Review Framework…………………….. 168 
Figure 5.6 The Importance of Iterations of the CPRF Process…………………. 170 
Figure 5.7 Existing and Suggested Student Input Methods for Programme 
Review……………………………………………………………………. 174 
Figure 5.8 In Search of an Even More Contextually Appropriate Programme 
Review Framework……………………………………………………… 176 
 
  
xi 
 
LIST OF TABLES  
 
Table 1.1 Arabian Gulf Polytechnic Profile ................................................................. 6 
Table 1.2 Management Structure of Arabian Gulf Polytechnic ................................ 7 
Table 1.3 Programmes Offered by Arabian Gulf Polytechnic .................................. 9 
Table 2.1 Characteristics of Effective Self-evaluation ............................................. 31 
Table 2.2 Important Issues in Managing the Evaluation Process and Their 
Implications for Arabian Gulf Polytechnic ................................................ 32 
Table 2.3 Caveats and Their Implications for the Research .................................. 38 
Table 3.1 Pilot Study Groups ...................................................................................... 62 
Table 3.2 Business Programme Review Team Members ...................................... 65 
Table 3.3 Challenge Team Members ......................................................................... 65 
Table 3.4 Advisory Group ............................................................................................ 66 
Table 3.5 List of Review Participants and Their Roles............................................ 67 
Table 3.6 List of Students Interviewed, Including Specialisation and Status....... 67 
Table 3.7 Links Relating Research Questions to the Research Process............. 68 
Table 4.1 Minimum Requirements Identified by the Evaluation and Review Policy
........................................................................................................................ 79 
Table 4.2 Programme Components that Need to Be Evaluated as per the 
Evaluation and Review Policy ................................................................... 80 
Table 4.3 Review Requirements of the Annual Programme Review .................... 81 
Table 4.4 Comparison Between the Requirements of the APR and the QAAET 
Programme Evaluation ............................................................................... 83 
Table 4.5 Actions Relating to Phase One, Part Two: APRs that Occurred during 
the Study ....................................................................................................... 84 
Table 4.6 List of Programmes Considered during Phase One, Part Two ............ 85 
Table 4.7 Data Collection Tools and Timing Required for the APR ...................... 86 
Table 4.8 Programme Review Principles Tested in the Pilot Exercise ............... 100 
Table 4.9 Categories of the Programme Review Process Tested in the Pilot 
Exercise ...................................................................................................... 102 
Table 4.10 Links Relating to Review Principles and Process Tested in the Pilot 
Exercise ...................................................................................................... 102 
Table 4.11 Validation Process..................................................................................... 105 
Table 4.12 Categorisation of the Collected Data ..................................................... 111 
Table 5.1 CPRF Essential Component Descriptions ............................................. 143 
Table 5.2 Five Principles underlying the Framework ............................................ 145 
Table 5.3 Quality Culture Ideal Types interpreted as Situational Preferences .. 147 
Table 5.4 Five Types of Standards for Contextualised Programme Review ..... 152 
Table 5.5 Employability Attributes Identified by Arabian Gulf Polytechnic ......... 154 
Table 5.6 Six Enablers of Contextualised Programme Review ........................... 157 
Table 5.7 Exemplary Use of Metaphors .................................................................. 161 
Table 5.8 Programme Review Parties and their Desired Characteristics and 
Activities ...................................................................................................... 162 
Table 5.9 Desired Roles and Responsibilities of Teams and Committees in the 
Review Process ......................................................................................... 164 
